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MOVING A LIBERAL EDUCATION
PROGRAM FROM ADOPTION
TO IMPLEMENTATION:
NEW FORCES AND NEW ISSUES
L. Jackson Newell

At the Boston meeting of the Association of General and Liberal Studies in 1976, I had
the privilege of reporting on the two-year process by which the University of Utah
assessed its general education program, planned major revisions in it, and saw them
adopted by the University Senate. It is now my task to report on the less glamorous, but
probably more crucial, process by which a formally adopted program is implemented.
The research of John Pratt and Tyrrell Burgess , 1 which has assessed major educational
policy changes in Great Britain , suggests that scholars and educational policy makers
generally focus on the problems of adopting major reforms, but ignore the vita l stage that
follows. Their studies reveal that what is gained by formal adoption is more often than not
lost through a series of compromises in the years that follow. Rather than relaxing with a
sense of achievement when reforms are adopted, they remind us , educational reformers
sho uld redouble their efforts for the real test.
The body of this paper will be divided into two major sections. Part I, a case history ,
wtll describe the reforr.1 process, concentrating on the implementation phase. Part II will
,111a/_i1:r forces and issues in the implementation phase, noting the influence of both
national and local events.
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PART I, A CASE HISTORY

From /111tiatio11 to Adoption: A Brief S111nman1
In 1974, a major effort to reassess general education at the University of Utah was
initiated by the Academic Vice President and University Senate. The Senate mandated
the appointment of a Liberal Education dean and staff and the establishment of a Liberal
Education Council, consisting of eight faculty and three students, to guide the effort .
During the 1974-75 academic year, the Liberal Education Council and staff studied
student, faculty, and alumni reactions to the previous program, examined data about the
institution and its students, considered alternative models of general education, and
recommended a major new program. In May, 1975, the Senate approved the recommended program in principle , but called for a year of pilot testing prior to a final decision
to change undergraduate requirements. In June, 1976 , the results of the pilot project were
submitted to the Senate and the program was approved .'

Program Structure
The Liberal Education Program at the University of Utah offers core and distrib11t10n
courses in four areas of emphasis: Fine Arts, Humanities, Science, and Social Science.
Students are required to take one core course and two distribution courses in each of the
three areas outside their major. While distribution courses are departmental offerings
selected by the Liberal Education Council because of particular relevance to general
education, core courses are created especially for the program. Most are multidisciplinary, recognizing that the intellectual curiousity of students crosses departmental
lines and that personal and societal problems do not fall neatly within disciplinary
boundaries. Core courses are taught by faculty who have a record of excellence in the
classroom, and enrollments are generally between 25-40 students per section to allow for
the free exchange of ideas.

Major Achievements of the New Program
The Liberal Education Council extended an invitation to faculty across the University
to develop core courses . Proposals were reviewed (approved, rejected, or modified) by
the Council and pilot tested for one year before being made a permanent part of the
curriculum. This decentralized approach to course development has produced twentyeight original core courses.
In addition to the key effort to develop a core curriculum , other achievements since 1975
include:
e Awards of University course developme11t grants to faculty working on curricularor
teaching innovations related to liberal education. (Awards range from $500 to $2,500).
elmplementation of a U11ivers1ty Professor program which honors , and provides opportunity for, one of the University's most distinguished scholar/teachers each year. The
selected professor is released from other duties to create and teach new liberal education courses and serve as a model of excellence in undergraduate instruction. (Kenneth
E. Eble and James L. Clayton are the first two recipients of this special academic rank.)
e lmprovement of communication with faculty, students, and administrators by holding
out-of-classroom retreats, receptions, special seminars, and distributing quarterly
Liberal Educatio11 Reports, and annual bulletins.
eCreation of a Writing Skills Center and overhaul of the English Composition Program in
cooperation with the Department of English.
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J.,.,•cp111g the Rcior111 Process Alive
From the outset, the Liberal Education Council and Dean planned to address the usual
peril associated with genera l education reform efforts- namely, that they move in boom
and bust cycles approximately five years in length. Hoping to avoid this pitfall, a processoriented theme was used from the outset; "Liberal Education: An Evolving Approach at
the University of Utah" became a kind of logo for the program. Following this idea,
during the second year that the new program and requirements were in effect (1977-78),
both the Liberal Education Council and the central administration concluded that enough
experience had been gained with the new program to assess its strengths and weaknesses
and plan needed adjustments . Issues that required serious attention included:
1. Whether some core courses were too much concerned with contemporary social
issues , and too little concerned with the origins of enduring ideas, to provide
students with appropriate cultural perspectives and analytical skills.
2. Whether the process of selecting courses for the distribution list (a cooperative
venture involving the departments and the Liberal Education Council) had become
so politicized by concerns for student credit hour production and interdepartmental
competition that bo11a iide educational issues were being shunted aside.
3. Whether the core and distribution courses fit together to provide a cumulative
learning effect or left students with no more than a patchwork of knowledge. Were
the specifically designed core classes adequately linked to the distribution courses
offered by regular academic departments?
These dilemmas posed cha llenges to the Liberal Education Program that loomed as
major threats to its future. As a result , the Liberal Education Counci l and Dean initiated a
program review and interviewed every faculty member who had taught a core course
during the first two years. The purpose of these conversations was to gain insights about
the strengths and weaknesses of individual courses (as judged by the instructors themselves) and acquire faculty ideas concerning ways in which the program as a whole might
be strengthened. The internal review also included extensive conversations with
academic advisors and students in an intensive look at program and institutional data.
Though time-consuming , this undertaking proved a worthy investment.
Parallel to the self-review done by the Liberal Education Council and staff was an
external review presided over by the Graduate Council. Three nationally known scholars
and authorities on liberal education, James L. Jarrett , Professor of Philosophy at the
University of California at Berkeley ; Warren Bryan Martin, Vice President of the Danforth
Foundation; and Elof Axe l Carlson, Dist111guished Teaching Profe;sor, State University
of New York at Stony Brook, made independent visits to the campus and s ubmitted
written reports. Their assessments were encouraging and their recommendations hav e
proved extremely helpful in shaping plans for the future. They stimulated a great deal of
discussion among faculty and st u dents and focused needed attenl!on on the ,deal of
Ii beral education.

Coal Rd111e111e11t
During the w inter and spring of 1978 , the Liberal Education Council synt hesized what
it had learned from both the internal and external reviews and set out to refine its goa ls
and plan the next phase of program development. A refinement of the 1975 charter
documents, the 1978 goa ls sta tement reads as follows:
A. Goals that are the responsibility of every faculty member who teaches undergraduates. These objectives are basic to a student's development as both scholar
and citizen.
1. Teaching students to think , speak, and write clearly, including the use of
quantitative methods, and a mastery of a second language if feasib le.
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2. Encouraging students to consider the ethical and moral implications of the
knowledge they acquire and the values thev hold.
3. Urging students to discover and develop their own creative potential in their
chosen fields of endeavor.
4. Inspiring students with a love of learning and a respect for intellectual discourse.
B. Goals for which specific faculty groups are expected to provide leadership and
instruction. Students should gain an understanding and appreciation of the human
experience from the following perspectives.
1. The progress of human culture through prehistorical and historical time .
(Humanities and Social Science Areas).
2. The place of humans in the natural order. (Science Area) .
3. Human beings as social , political, and economic creatures. (Social Science Area) .
4 . The reaction to and shaping of the environment through literature and the arts .
(Humanities and Fine Arts Areas) .
5 . The universal quest to understand natural phenonema and to apply that knowledge for the benefit of society. (Science Area).
Implicit in these goals is the assumpt10n that we are preparing students to live in a
highly diverse world culture, to cope with the ambiguities and complexities of an
industrial societv, and to contribute to the development of social and public policy within
the framework of free institutions.
Learning objectives for students, and , therefore, specific guidelines used in course and
curriculum development , emphasize:
l. Developing the ability to think across areas of specialization and integrate ideas
and information from different academic disciplines and applied fields.
2. Increasing the frequencv and quality of interaction between students and faculty.
3. Helping students to develop a sense of what a university is and how to use ,ts
many resources.
4. Encouraging students to set learning objectives for themselves and pace their
own progress , therebv establishing patterns that will endure beyond graduation.
Thomas Jefferson 's concept of a free mind is the prevailing ideal among those responsible for the Liberal Education Program at the Univers1tv of Utah. Captive of no doctrine ,
the truly educated person should judge every issue, public or private, on the basis of
available evidence and clear reason and act freely on his or her convictions . Responsibility for both thought and action is assumed.

N ew Program 01rcctw11s
In pursuit of its refined goals, the Liberal Education Council seeks during the 1978-80
period to create three-course sequences to replace the existing core-plus-distribut10n
model. The new sequences are to be based on existing core courses, but they will include
selected distribution offerings and some totally new courses. The purpose of the new
model is to enhance further the ability of students to integrate knowledge as citizens and
scholars. While much of the flavor and character of the present program will be retarned ,
the proposed sequences should provide more continuity in the curriculum and more
opportunity for students to consider the ties between intellectual achievements and
ordinary human affairs.

Area Co111111ittees: A R,1tio11ale
While the Liberal Education Program exists as a central academic entity to prov ide
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campus-wide leadership and coordination for undergraduate teaching, and counterbalance the power of the disciplines in designing the cuniculum, a central dean and faculty
committee cannot make subs tantive decisions regarding scholarly content in every part of
the curnculum. To increase faculty participation in guiding the proposed sequences
courses, four "area advisory commi ttees" have been established. Committees for the
Science, Social Science, Humanities, and Fine Arts areas are now functioning and have
been charged with submitting their recommendations to the Liberal Education Council
by March 1, 1979. To coordinate the efforts of the area committees, and provide an avenue
for ongoing negotiation with the Liberal Education Council , a member of the Council and
a member of the Dean's staff will serve as ex officio members of each commi ttee .
The Liberal Education Council will attempt to synthesize the four area reports with its
own ideas and produce a master plan for the development of the program as a total entity .
PART II: ANALYSIS OF IMPLEMENTATION
ISSUES AND PROBLEMS

With the foregoing ca e study as the context, it is now possible to describe some of the
intellectual and political forces that have emerged since the adoption of the program in
1976. The identification and analysis of campus forces, unfortunately, is comp licated by
obvious national trends in academe that have manifested themselves during this same
period. As a result , internal processes that may be characteristic of post-adoption developments cannot be treated in isolation .

TI1e Effect of National Trends on Local Eve11ts
National trends that appear to have direct bearing on liberal education reform efforts on
individual campuses might be characterized as follows:
1. The revival of a sense of authority among college and university professors. Following a decade of intense self-doubt caused by the student movement and public
criticism, faculty are now exercising judgment more confidently over everything
from the curriculum to peer reviews .
2. The socio-economic situation which has brought the era of steady-state budgets
(even declining ones in some cases) has tended to make reform more difficult
because it can arise only from the reallocation of existing resources. In cases where
liberal education is administered and funded as a separate entity, reform efforts are
pitted against well-established academic departments for scarce resources .
3. With the publication of major articles on the general education reform movement in
suc h intellectual journals as Sat11rday Review and The Atlantic Mo11tl1ly, and such
popular magazines as Time and Newsweek, faculty and administrators are under
some pressure to respond. In my opinion, the biting Saturday Review article about
the reform process at Harvard 3 was no small factor in the adoption of the reform
proposal there .
4. The adoption of the reform proposal at Harvard , regardless of its inadequacies, has
placed considerable pres ure (or provided considerable incentive) for colleges and
universities everywhere. Happil y, it has again become fashionable to dig in and
take general education seriously as a faculty and institutional responsibility.

Observations Arising from the Utah Implementation Experience
If efforts to breathe new life into liberal education often proceed in institutional cycles
of five or so years, and I believe this is the case, then several explanations fo r the
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phenonema can be suggested. First, liberal education programs raise a number of irreconcilable conflicts between idealism and pragmatism which pertain not only to program philosophy but also curriculum structure and instructional content. Second, virtually
all efforts to improve the quality of undergraduate instruction, particularly liberal education , run counter to the basic organizational model and reward system of major universities. Any effort to implement liberal education reforms and sustain the health of liberal
education programs must recognize these two conditions and design organizational
mechanisms to assure constant and conscious efforts to deal with them.
Let me be more specific about each of these problems. The interplay between idealism
and pragmatism is manifest in a variety of ways. Philosophically, it crosses the spectrum
from Eric Ashby's ideal which links knowledge of intellectual systems with an understanding of human systems (thus, connecting the realm of ideas with the changing
demands of human societies and individual lives)" to a narrow concern with intellectual
systems alone. The plan that was adopted at Utah in 1976 thoroughly stressed the
connection of intellectual and human systems. It has been evident during the implementation stage, however, that the linkage to human systems is of less importance to the
policy committee and general faculty at this time.
ln terms of program structure , it is also pos~ible to identify a polarity between an
approach which allows a good measure of student choice among courses or course
sequences and one that specifically identifies knowledge essential to educated living and
intelligent discourse and sets it before undergraduates on a take-it-or-leave-it basis.
As the Utah program has moved more toward a concern for intellectual systems alone, it
has also moved from a program structure that provides considerable latitude for students
to one that is increasingly prescribed. Allowing students to choose among core courses is
now considered a "patchwork approach," whereas requiring the selection of a series of
courses (all of which must be completed once started) is said to provide curncular
continuity and progression for students.
Associated with the two problems described above is another one along a third axis .
Should course content be organized around significant themes such as enduring social
issues or human dilemmas that express themselves in any era, or is a more classical
approach preferable - one which traces the development of knowledge from classical
antiquity to the present time. When the Utah Liberal Education Program was adopted in
1976, the charter document was tempered in the direction of themes rather than chronology. But policy decisions of the implementation stage have moved our program in the
direction of a more classical orientation.
The trends which have manifest themselves during the period following formal adoption of the Liberal Education Program at the University of Utah have reflected the
growing sense of authority among faculty. The program provides less latitude for students and is less concerned about the utility of what they learn or the extent to which their
learning is self-motivated. The resurgence of faculty authority, a most heartening development for academic life generally , may have some detrimental consequences for
liberal education and for students. This conclusion is illustrated by the three problems
discussed above. Instructional content is becoming a more dominant concern, while the
quality of the teaching process and the excitement of tne classroom environment seem to
be of decreasing concern.
The distressing thing about the three problems of philosophy, structure, and content is
that they do tend to manifest themselves as dichotomies. A classical, chronological
approach to the study of civilization is 11ot necessarily antithetical to the Socratic method of
instruction or the linking of great ideas with personal-level concerns. It does seem to me ,
however, that methodological approaches often follow content decisions - a most
serious problem for those of us concerned with the quality of liberal education I do not

take exception to the trends that have become evident in implementing our program at
Utah. But I do see danger signals that accepting these trends (a more structured curriculum Jnd a more classical approach to content) may inadvertently bring others (considering rntellectual systems in isolation irom human ones, and de-emphasizing the
importance of the teaching-learning process itself).
Universities are structured more to help faculty conduct research than to expedite
undergraduate teaching. The association of specialist with specialist in academic departments maximizes interaction among people with similar or related expertise and
assists them in their trek to the frontiers of knowledge. But personal and societal problems are not neatly packaged within disciplinary boundaries, and the act of teaching
requires a synthesis of knowledge from diverse sources. The relationship of ideas and
information from various sources must be discerned by the teacher and learner, and real
problems must be seen in their entirety. The organization of academic departments
facilitates research, but often inhibits quality instruction. If this conclusion is correct,
liberal education reform efforts are in constant tension with departmental forces. Interdepartmental core courses that look at human as well as intellectual dimensions, and
consider personal and societal problems in holistic terms, require constant attention or
they revert back to a form more compatible with the style and methods of academic
departments.
Another dimension along which there is a constant ebb and flow of forces is the degree
to which academic politics dictate policy and administrative decisions affecting liberal
education. Along these lines, l see neither an increase or decrease as the program has
moved from initiation to adoption and implementation. Professional school faculty in
particular still wish to influence the program and its requirements to benefit their major
students. And among the arts and science faculty, academic concerns for the philosophy
of liberal education are continually compromised by department-based anxieties about
student credit hour production and competition for scarce budget resources. We who
would strengthen liberal education must recognize these practical realities and work
constantly to counterbalance politics with reasonable idealism.

Concluswn
The implementation stage of the Liberal Education Program at Utah has seen some
definite trends emerge, most of which seemed to be predictable on the basis of past
experience in American colleges and universities. In some important respects, the quality
of the program is improving, while other directions suggest a return to entrenched faculty
attitudes and rising departmentalism. The use of internal and external review processes,
new and constantly changing means of involving faculty and students in the direction of
the program (such as the area committees), and a conscious attempt to keep the program
at the center of campus debate are strategies being pursued to keep the program healthy
and free of debilitating compromise or stifling apathy. A program theme that stresses
continual change and adjustment has proven very useful.
As we grapple with ways to strengthen liberal education, and serve the genuine
academic and intellectual needs of our students, we must be aware of the perils that
attend our task. Observers of the liberal education revival note that politics is crippling
the movement. Academic politics. Genuine philosophical debate and curricular development cannot take place in an atmosphere shot through with SCH's, FTE's, and petty
boundary disputes. A kind of Gresham's Law exists here: political issues will drive out
intellectual ones. l may be an incurable optimist, but I do believe our survival is assured
better by sticking with academic principles than by chasing acronyms.
If the strengthening of liberal education is to continue at Utah, and on the national
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scene, it is necessary for us to raise the level of debate. Faculty who serve in policy or
administrative capacities must view themselves not as representatives of their departments or colleges but as trustees of liberal education - trustees of an idea central to
academic life for centuries. If we can exert our energy and intelligence in the debate of real
academic issues, then we may not only strengthen liberal education programs and benefit
our students, but we will also regenerate a sense of community among ourselves and with
others who have devoted their professional lives to the quest for new knowledge and the
preservation of human culture.

' John Pratt and Tyrrell Burgess, Policy a11d Practice: The Colleges of Adl'anced Tcc/111olog11
(London: Allen Lane The Penguin Press, 1970). Also, their more recent book ,
Polytech11ics: A Report (London: Pitman Publishing, 1974).
2 The history capsulized here in two paragraphs was the basis of my 1976 AGLS paper ,
"Establishing A New Liberal Education Program: TI1e Politics of Academic Reform "
Copies are available upon request.
3 "Confusion at Harvard. What Makes an 'Educated Man'?" Susan Schiefenlbein ,
Saturday Review, April 1, 1978.
4 "Reconciliation of Tradition and Modernity in Universities," in Sterling M. McMurrin (ed.), 011 the Mea11i11g of the University (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1976) .
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